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The Conference of the Parties (COP) to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change will 

convene again in Paris in early December with an ambitious agenda to reach a global agreement to 

mitigate dangerous human interference with the Earth's climate (widely defined as preventing the global 

average temperature rise from exceeding 2˚C above pre-industrial levels).  

Ahead of the conference, countries remain divided along on key issues such as burden-sharing and finance 

for climate adaptation measures. However, the emphasis in Paris is on securing an agreement which binds 

all parties to announce Intended Nationally Determined Contributions (so-called "climate pledges") to 

reduce and adapt to climate change, without fixating too much on a specific global target at this stage. In 

contrast to the "all-or-bust" model which failed so dramatically at the 2009 meeting in Copenhagen, 

negotiators hope the aggregate effect of these climate pledges will begin generating momentum for a full 

decarbonisation of the global economy, eventually in line with a 2˚C pathway.  

Meanwhile, the Arctic has become a global poster-child of climate change. The Arctic is warming faster twice 

as fast as much of the rest of the planet. Arctic sea ice, the Greenland Ice Sheet, glaciers and layers of 

permafrost across the region are shrinking, threatening the infrastructure of communities, individual 

livelihoods and fragile ecosystems of global importance.  

Despite the Arctic's acute vulnerability to climate change, the UNFCCC to date has not previously included 

any specific reference to the region, except as part of the scientific evidence base. As "developed nations", 

the eight Arctic states regard Arctic climate change as primarily a national or regional (via the Arctic Council) 

concern and have not sought to raise it as the UNFCCC. The UNFCCC has also broadly sought to avoid making 

geographical distinctions in any of its negotiating texts. There is little reason to expect this to change in Paris. 

Mitigating the impacts of severe climate change in the Arctic will require a stricter mitigation target than 2˚C. 

In this context, even moves to cut black carbon and methane pollution will be more symbolic than impactful 

in terms of Arctic climate change. Including a call to "save the Arctic" in any agreement is therefore 

problematic. 



Nevertheless, COP-21 could still be meaningful to Arctic regional developments. The aggregate total of the 

"climate pledges" made to date are unlikely to prevent global average temperature rising less than 2˚C. 

However, the conference could still send a powerful signal to potential investors in Arctic oil and gas 

development, especially if the Paris meeting concludes with optimism. Should the international community 

demonstrate a clear intent to decarbonise the global economy the problem of stranded assets in the Arctic 

will become more acute.  

Analysis by the Carbon Tracker Initiative, as well as scientists from University College London, has clearly 

shown that the world cannot burn through its existing fossil fuel reserves – let alone those still to be 

discovered in places such as the Arctic – and keep global average temperature from rising above 2˚C. Even if 

the basket price of oil begins to recover (and a significant agreement in Paris could signal that such a 

recovery would be limited in the long-term), it has a long way to go before significant Arctic offshore oil and 

gas development becomes a profitable venture again, especially since the offshore Arctic is widely regarded 

as one of the most expensive plays in the business (with other unconventional sources such as shale likely to 

come back on-stream sooner).  

Consequently, while some might regard an international agreement on this scale as wildly optimistic, it could 

have potentially significant implications for the Arctic. Oil and gas development is often described as an 

important lynchpin in future regional economic development, underpinning both the future viability of local 

communities and growing bulk shipping in the region. However, in its absence, opportunities may grow for 

other types of economic activity in the region (such as tourism, renewable energy, and traditional 

livelihoods), allowing for a greater focus on environmental protection and sustainable development.  

 

 


